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Mental health professionals have focused attention on the psychiatric sequelae 
of criminal victimization. This article compares the experience of white collar and 
violent crime victims on several parameters including statistical risk of victimization 
and psychiatric outcome after victimization. Emphasis is given to data obtained from 
interviewing 77 victims of a fraudulent financial scheme. 

In recent years sociologists, criminolo- 
gists, and mental health professionals 
have focused attention on crime victims. 
Mental health professionals have begun 
to describe the emotional distress and 
recovery patterns following criminal vic- 
timization. The majority of studies have 
examined the sequelae of violent crimes 
such as rape. ' Little research has been 
conducted on the victims of white collar 
crimes. 

This article reviews the literature on 
the psychiatric sequelae of criminal vic- 
timization, with particular emphasis on 
white collar victimization. Forms of 
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white collar victimization will be de- 
scribed, and the similarities and differ- 
ences between the victims of white collar 
and violent crime will be discussed. Em- 
phasis is given to data obtained from 
interviewing 77 victims of a fraudulent 
financial scheme. 

White Collar Crime 
White collar crime is defined by the 

Department of Justice as "nonviolent 
crime for financial gain committed by 
means of deception" and includes fraud, 
forgery, and embezzlement. ' Fraud 
takes many forms including work at 
home schemes, securities fraud, illegal 
franchises and distributorships, land 
fraud, illegal commodities, home im- 
provement schemes, funeral abuses, and 
pension and insurance fraud. 

Many frauds are illegal investment 
schemes such as swindles which take the 
form of Ponzi (pyramid) schemes. In a 
Ponzi (pyramid) scheme clients place 
their money in supposedly low risk in- 
vestments. Early investors report sub- 
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stantial gains to friends and coworkers 
who then eagerly invest capital. In fact, 
this capital is used to pay interest to 
those early investors who 'test' the cred- 
ibility of the scheme by withdrawing 
their money. Many of these schemes last 
for years. Most of the funds are never 
invested but are in fact diverted. 4-6 

An important element of a Ponzi 
scheme is an affinity group, that is a 
group of friends and coworkers who 
trust each other and communicate re- 
garding their investment earnings. The 
confidence man who perpetrates the 
scheme is usually a member of the affin- 
ity group. For example, a disproportion- 
ate number of these swindles occur in 
church-affiliated groups. The Utah at- 
torney general's office investigates ap- 
proximately 80 such swindles per year, 
the majority occurring among and per- 
petrated by members of the Church of 
Latter Day Saints (Mormons). The 
numbers of investors bilked range from 
50 to 1200 per fraud with losses as high 
as $67 million per scheme (Mike Hines, 
Utah Attorney General's Office, per- 
sonal communication). The number of 
these schemes nationwide is unclear but 
is estimated to be in the hundreds with 
$40 billion bilked from investors an- 
nually. ' Although swindling comprises 
only three percent of all white collar 
felony dispositions, the magnitude of the 
problem may be underestimated, as a 
single confidence man can victimize 
hundreds of investors and victims are 
frequently embarrassed to report their 
losses. 

Four Ponzi schemes perpetrated in 
Oregon between 1984 and 1986 are de- 

scribed in Table 1. We recently com- 
pleted a study of 77 victims of one of 
these Ponzi schemes. A description of 
this fraud illustrates the complexity and 
the extent of deceit in these schemes. In 
April of 1985, 450 investors in First 
Colonial Bank of the Marshall Islands 
(Pac Rim, Inc.) were notified that the 
bank was fraudulent and their invest- 
ments were lost. Eighty percent of the 
investors were employees or recent reti- 
rees of a northwest electronics firm with 
an average length of employment at that 
firm of 19.4 years. The perpetrator of 
the fraud was a 23-year employee of the 
firm who had been a high level manager 
and president of the company's credit 
union. After he retired in 1982 he re- 
ceived a license to sell securities from 
the Securities and Exchange Commis- 
sion and made several successful invest- 
ments for his former coworkers. In 1983 
the electronics firm. seeking to decrease 
its work force, offered generous lump 
sum cash retirement packages to long- 
time employees in exchange for early 
retirement. Many retirees placed their 
money in Pac Rim. Forty-six percent of 
the Pac Rim victims lost more than 
$40,000, and 14 percent of the victims 
lost more than $100,000 in this scheme. 
A detailed description of the psychiatric 
disorders experienced by the victims fol- 
lowing this loss and the methodology 
used to examine this group has been 
presented elsewhere. 

Comparison of White Collar and 
Violent Crime Victims 

Victims of white collar crime can be 
compared with victims of violent crime 
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Table 1 
Ponzi Schemes in Oregon, 1984 to 1986* 

Affinity 
Grour, 

Number Confidence 
of Investors man 

Bank Losses 

Tektronix lnc. 450 

Oregon Depart- 60 
ment of Educa- 
tion 

Mormon Church 100 

Seventh Day Ad- 1 00+ 
ventist Church 

* Source: Portland Oregonian.' 

Former Tektronix 
manager 

Former Depart- 
ment of Edu- 
cation man- 
ager 

Bishop of Mor- 
mon Church 

Church member 

(rape. robbery. and assault) on several 
parameters, including statistical risk of 
victimization. psychiatric outcome and 
recovery rates after victimization, and 
the effects of crime-related variables on 
subsequent psychiatric disorders. We 
will use data obtained from interviews 
with the Pac Rim victims for illustrative 
purposes. The experience of the Pac Rim 
victims shares the common elements of 
deceit and financial loss with other white 
collar victims. However, our equation of 
the experience of the Pac Rim victims 
with that of other white collar victims 
remains speculative pending further 
studies in this area; to our knowledge 
the study of Pac Rim victims and Blum's 
study of con game victims represent the 
only studies of the psychiatric outcome 
after white collar victimization. l o  

Statistical Risk of Victimization 
Table 2 compares some risk factors as- 
sociated with white collar and violent 
victimization. Victims of the Pac Rim 
scheme were demographically homoge- 
neous: all were Caucasian, lived in a 
three county area surrounding Portland, 

First Colonial Bank $5-7 million 
of Marshall Is- 
lands (Pac Rim, 
Inc.) 

Merchants Interna- $3 million 
tional Bank Ltd. 

International Bank $3.5 million 
of South Pacific 

Republic Overseas $4.5 million 
Bank 

and 83 percent earned more than 
$20,000 in 1984. Eighty-seven percent 
were married at the time of the inter- 
view. The average age was 53, and 88 
percent were between 40 and 65 years 
of age. Forty-eight percent were female. 
Sixty percent had some college educa- 
tion, and 33 percent were somewhat or 
very religious. Blum, in a study of 24 
individuals who were deceived in non- 
Ponzi frauds (which were perpetrated by 
strangers and did not involve an affinity 
group), also found that victims tended 
to be older (median age 60 to 69 years). 
disproportionately female, predomi- 
nantly widowed, and deeply religious. 
Unlike the Pac Rim victims, his group 
was predominately lower middle class 
and somewhat less educated than the 
city average. l o  

Persons with demographic character- 
istics similar to those of the Pac Rim 
victims are at low risk for violent crimes 
such as rape, robbery, and assault. The 
risk of violent crime decreases with in- 
creasing financial assets. The segment of 
the population with an income greater 
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Table 2 
Risk Factors for Violent and White Collar Victimization 

- - 

White Collar Crime 
Risk Factor Violent Crime 

Ponzi Schemesg Other Frauds" 

Social network Strong Weak Varies 
Age Middle-aged Elderly Young adult1' 
Sex F = M  F > M  F > M (rape)" 

M > F (other violent 
crimes)" 

Yearly income 83% > $20,00O/year Lower than 69% < $1 5,000/ 
city aver- year (rape)" 
age 

Mental disorder None Depression Major mental illness, 
alcohol and drug 
abuseT5 

Marital status 83% married Predominantly 1 40h married 
widowed (rape)12 

Religiosity 33% religious Very religious Unknown 

than $15,000 per year has half of the 
criminal victimization risk of those with 
an income less than $9000 per year. " 

Sixty-nine percent of rape victims come 
from households with income less than 
$15,000 per year. l 2  Increasing age is also 
associated with decreased risk of violent 
victimization. Persons over the age of 50 
are at the lowest risk for violent victim- 
ization with one-sixth of the risk for this 
kind of victimization relative to those 
between the ages of 16 and 24. ' I  On the 
other hand, the elderly, although making 
up 1 1 percent of the population, consti- 
tute 30 percent of the victims of fraud- 
ulent investment schemes. Females 
over age 65, although equally at risk for 
white collar crime in our study and pre- 
dominantly at risk in Blum's study, have 
only half the risk of violent crime as 
males in the over age 65 group. I3Despite 
the increased risk of rape in females, 
males have a higher risk of violent vic- 
timization in all age groups due to higher 
rates of such crimes as homicide and 
assault. ' ' 

Pac Rim victims were compared to 66 
age, sex, and residential area matched 
controls. Names of controls were ob- 
tained from a list of 20,000 drivers gen- 
erated by the Oregon Department of 
Motor Vehicles. Victims and controls 
were interviewed using the Diagnostic 
Interview Schedule (DIS) which gener- 
ates current and lifetime prevalences of 
psychiatric disorders as defined by 
DSM-111. I4Among the Pac Rim victims, 
cognitive impairment, alcohol abuse, 
and a history of mental disorder prior to 
the loss were rare and were not risk 
factors for financial deception. There 
were no differences between Pac Rim 
victims and their controls in lifetime 
prevalences of any DSM-I11 disorder. 
Ten percent of Pac Rim victims had seen 
a mental health professional at any time 
in their lives, not significantly different 
from controls. Blum also found that al- 
cohol abuse was rare in his study of 
victims of frauds not based on affinity 
groups. He observed that many ap- 
peared depressed and lonely. but he did 
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not distinguish between depression oc- 
curring before or after victimization. l o  

In contrast, mental disorders, cogni- 
tive impairment, and alcohol abuse have 
all been demonstrated to be risk factors 
for violent criminal victimization. I5Sev- 
era1 studies show that many rape vic- 
tims, the most well characterized of the 
criminally victimized, have previous his- 
tories of psychiatric care, although this 
was not confirmed in a more recent 
controlled study. 16-21 Alcohol abuse and 
intoxication have been implicated as risk 
factors for rape. 16'  17'20. 22. 23 

Psychiatric Outcome and Recovery 
Twenty-nine percent of the Pac Rim 
victims experienced a major depressive 
episode as defined by DSM-111 criteria 
in the first 20 months after their loss as 
compared to two percent of controls 
during the same time period (Mc- 
Nemar's test, p < .0001). Five Pac Rim 
victims developed suicidal ideation after 
the loss. Generalized anxiety disorder 
was found in 45% of the Pac Rim vic- 
tims as compared to 15% of the controls 
(McNemar's test, p = .004). Blum was 
also impressed by depressive character- 
istics in the fraud victims he inter- 
viewed. l o  

The emotional and behavioral conse- 
quences of violent criminal victimiza- 
tion have been studied, especially for 
rape in women and assaults in the el- 
derly. However, different approaches 
have been used in describing these 
groups with the emphasis on emotional 
sequelae in the rape victim, and fear and 
avoidance in the elderly. Rape victims 
have been the most extensively charac- 
terized. Of course, when comparing 

fraud victims with rape victims one must 
recognize the vast demographic differ- 
ences that exist between the groups. In 
studies of rape victims rarely are subjects 
stratified by age, and studies of male 
rape are rare. 

Frank et al. used the DIS to evaluate 
60 female rape victims with an average 
age of 23. Thirty-eight percent met the 
DSM-I11 criteria for major depressive 
disorder (MDD) in the first six weeks 
after the rape, and 82 percent met DSM- 
111 criteria for generalized anxiety dis- 
order (GAD). (DSM-111 duration criteria 
were removed which may increase the 
prevalence of the disorder.) Thus, GAD 
was the most frequently experienced dis- 
order in both Pac Rim victims and rape 
victims, followed by MDD. Use of al- 
cohol did not change following the stres- 
sor in either group. " 

Atkeson el al., in their study of rape 
victims, found that levels of anxiety and 
depression, although initially high, were 
not significantly different between vic- 
tims and control subjects four months 
after the rape. 240ther studies that follow 
up rape victims also show recovery by 
one year. 18. 25 In contrast, studies by Na- 
delson et al. and McCahill et al. indicate 
that many rape victims continue to have 
fearfulness, depression, fatigue. sleep 
disturbance, and difficulties with sexual 
adjustment for more than one year after 
the rape. 269 27 None of these studies re- 
ports the length of clinical depression. 
Among the Pac Rim victims, 48 percent 
of those who suffered a major depressive 
episode continued to have depressive 
symptoms six months after the loss as 
compared to two percent of controls 
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during the same time period. In the Pac 
Rim victims. persistence of symptoms 
may be the result of a domino effect 
whereby the initial financial loss resulted 
in subsequent catastrophes such as loss 
of home or difficulty paying debts and 
taxes. 

There is virtually no literature ad- 
dressing the risk of psychiatric disorder 
in the elderly after violent criminal vic- 
timization. For example, the British 
Crime Survey showed that eight percent 
of victims of burglary suffered depres- 
sion and sleeplessness, but results were 
not stratified by age.'8 Criminologists 
have instead focused on measuring lev- 
els of fear, avoidance, and isolation in 
the elderly after assaults. Most studies 
have shown that all of these behaviors 
are increased. ' There was no evidence 
of an increase in avoidance or isolation 
after fraudulent victimization. Pac Rim 
victims and their controls had similar 
levels of social involvement as measured 
by frequency of socialization and num- 
ber of contacts, church attendance, en- 
counters with friends and relatives, and 
use of confidantes following the stressful 
events. It is not surprising that the el- 
derly may perceive avoidance and iso- 
lation to have some deterrence value 
after assault or robbery. Pac Rim vic- 
tims, on the other hand, were from the 
outset at increased risk of fraudulent 
victimization due to their high levels of 
social contact and affiliation, and most 
continued to be socially active even in 
the face of depression. Blum in his study 
of nonaffinity group based fraud victims 
found that loneliness and isolation pre- 
ceded victimization, and that widow- 

hood and lack of offspring were risk 
factors for deception. He hypothesized 
that isolation results in failure to "test 
ideas and lack of controls for foolish 
adventures." l o  In the Pac Rim fraud the 
sophistication of the fraud and the trust 
in the confidence man and other inves- 
tors resulted in "idea testing" that led. 
in fact, to further fraudulent investing. 

Determinants of Outcome Extent of 
victimization and other crime related 
factors can be examined as independent 
variables in determining outcome and 
recovery after violent crime. Sales et al. 
demonstrated that the degree of victim- 
ization as measured by the amount of 
violence in the attack was the most im- 
portant contributor to short term emo- 
tional response, but this has not been 
duplicated in other studies. ". 30 Frank el 

al. found that increased pre-rape levels 
of psychiatric symptomatology and a 
history of suicidal ideation were associ- 
ated with poorer adjustment and more 
depression after the trauma. 'O Subjects 
with prior psychiatric diagnoses were sig- 
nificant~ more likely to meet criteria for 
a mental disorder in the aftermath of 
assault compared to subjects with no 
such history. '' Burgess and Holstrom 
also found that women with a past psy- 
chiatric history were more likely to de- 
velop symptoms of depression and sui- 
cidality than those without such a his- 
tory.3' Atkeson et al. found that 
decreased support after assault was as- 
sociated with increased depression four 
and eight months after rape.24 Burgess 
and Holmstrom also noted a significant 
association between the level of support 
and recovery from stress both several 
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months and 4 to 6 years after rape." 
Similarly the degree of victimization (as 
measured by increased financial loss and 
decreased financial resources) and a pre- 
vious history of major depressive disor- 
der were the most important variables 
in predicting the development of major 
depressive disorder in Pac Rim victims 
after the fraud. However, there were no 
differences between depressed and non- 
depressed Pac Rim victims in measures 
of social support. including numbers 
and types of visits to friends and rela- 
tives. memberships in clubs and groups. 
and uses of confidantes. 

There are no studies that assess the 
importance of financial loss associated 
with burglary or robbery in determining 
psychiatric outcome. However. only 18 
percent of personal crimes and 25 per- 
cent of household crimes resulted in fi- 
nancial losses greater than $250 for those 
over age 65 earning annual incomes 
greater than $25.000. l 3  This financial 
loss is several orders of magnitude less 
than those incurred by the Pac Rim 
victims. 

Discussion 

Despite the limited research 
psychiatric sequelae of criminal 

on the 
victim- 

ization and the differences in study de- 
sign, several tentative conclusions can 
be drawn in the comparison of white 
collar crime victims with the victims of 
violent crime. 

First. victims of white collar crime, as 
opposed to victims of violent crime, tend 
to be older. more affluent, and relatively 
more likely to be female. Thus, the term 

'white collar' not only describes the de- 
ceivers but the deceived. 

Second, both similarities and differ- 
ences between these victim groups may 
have implications for assessment and 
treatment by the clinician. Generalized 
anxiety disorder and major depressive 
disorder are the most common psychi- 
atric complications of both types of vic- 
timization. The incidence of posttrau- 
matic stress disorder (PTSD) after vio- 
lent victimization is unknown as 
systematic examination for PTSD symp- 
toms has not been done. Dementia and 
mania, which need to be excluded in 
cases of financial loss, were absent in the 
Pac Rim victims. In both white collar 
and violent victimization, a previous 
history of psychiatric illness and the de- 
gree of victimization are important vari- 
ables in predicting risk of psychiatric 
disturbance. More specifically in the 
case of fraud victims, the clinician 
should be aware that a previous history 
of depression, a large financial loss, and 
a decreased standard of living may in- 
crease the risk for major depressive dis- 
order and suicidality and that the depres- 
sion may be lengthier and more severe 
than most 'reactive depressions.' Treat- 
ment of alcohol abuse may improve cop- 
ing and prevent recidivism after violent 
victimization such as rape; however. al- 
cohol abuse was rare in Pac Rim victims 
and was not a risk factor for depression. 

After violent victimization such as 
rape. adequate social support is an im- 
portant predictor of good recovery and 
remittance of psychiatric symptoms. 
Victims of Ponzi schemes. on the other 
hand, have been noted by criminologists 
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to be at risk for victimization due to 
membership in affinity groups. The 
study of the Pac Rim victims indicates 
that this strong social network remains 
intact after victimization and offers no 
apparent protective value against de- 
pressive disorders. Thus, therapeutic 
strategies that attempt to increase social 
support may be of little value after this 
kind of financial loss. 

The role of individual psychotherapy 
and pharmacologic intervention in the 
treatment of psychiatric disorders that 
develop in fraud victims remains un- 
clear and requires further investigation. 
In the face of such significant psychiatric 
illness in victims of fraudulent financial 
loss. primary prevention could well be 
important. Education of groups at risk 
such as members of churches and em- 
ployees of government agencies and 
large businesses, regarding the existence 
and dangers of such speculative invest- 
ments. may be a valuable and cost effec- 
tive approach to the prevention of fraud- 
ulent victimization. 

References 

Burt MR. Katz BL: Rape, robbery and bur- 
glary: responses to  actual and feared criminal 
victimization with special focus on women 
and the elderly. victimology 10:325-58, 
1985 
Manson DA: Tracking offenders: white collar 
crime. Bureau of Justice Statistics. United 
States Department of Justice, Nov, 1986, p 
7 
L 

Pepper C: Abuse of the elderly, in Abuse and 
Maltreatment of the Elderly. Edited by Kos- 
berg JI. Boston, PSG, 1982 
Nettler G: Lying, Stealing and Cheating. Cin- 
cinnati, Anderson, 1982 
Leff AA: Swindling and Stealing. New York, 
Free Press, 1976 
Shapiro S: Wayward Capitalists: Targets of 

the Securities and Exchange Commission. 
New Haven, CT, Yale Univ Press, 1984 
Sacrutnento Bee, February 17, 1986 
Portland Orc~ot~ian.  June 16, 1985; June 17, 
1985; December 29, 1986 
Ganzini LK, McFarland B, Cutler D: Prev- 
alence of mental disorders following cata- 
strophic financial loss. J. Nerv Ment Dis. In 
press, 1989 
Blum RH: Deceivers and Deceived. Spring- 
field, IL, Charles Thomas, 1972, pp 61-80 
Langan PA, lnnes CA: The Risk of Violent 
Crime. Bureau of Justice Statistics. United 
States Department of Justice, May 1985, p 3 
Klaus PA, DeBerry M: The Crime of Rape. 
Bureau of Justice Statistics. United States 
Department of Justice, Mar 1985, p 3 
Whitacker CJ: Elderly Victims. Bureau of 
Justice Statistics. United States Department 
of Justice, Nov 1987, p 6 
Eaton WE, Holzer CE, VonKorff M, et al: 
The design of the epidemiologic catchment 
area surveys. Arch Gen Psychiatry 41:942-8, 
1984 
Carmen EH, Rieker PP, Mills T: Victims of 
violence and psychiatric illness. Am Psychia- 
try 141:378-83, 1984 
Miller, Moeller D, Kaufman A, et al: Recid- 
ivism among sexual assault victims. Am J 
Psychiatry 135: 1 103-4, 1978 
Myers MB, Templer DI. Brown R: Coping 
ability of women who become victims of 
rape. J Cons Clin Psychology 52:73-8. 1984 
Katz S, Mazur MA: Understanding the Rape 
Victim: A Synthesis of Research Findings. 
New York, John Wiley. 1979 
Peters JJ: Social, legal, and psychological ef- 
fects of rape on the victim. Penn Med 78:34- 
36, 1975 
Frank E, Turner SM, Stewart BP, et al: Past 
psychiatric symptoms and the response to 
sexual assault. Comp Psychiatry 22:479-87. 
1981 
Frank E. Anderson BP: Psychiatric disorders 
in rape victims: past history and current 
symptomatology. Comp Psychiatry 28:77- 
82, 1987 
Amir M: Patterns of Forcible Rape. Chicago. 
Univ of Chicago Press, 197 1 
Hayman C, Lanza R, Fuentes R, et al: Rape 
in the District of Columbia. Am J Obstetr 
Gyn 1 13:9 1-7, 1972 
Atkeson BM, Calhoun KS. Resick DA, er al: 
Victims of rape: repeated assessment of de- 
pressive symptoms. Cons Clin Psychology 
5O:96- 102, 1982 
Sutherland S, Scherl DS: Patterns of response 
among victims of rape. Am J Orthopsychia- 

Bull Am Acad Psychiatry Law, Vol. 18, No. 1, 1990 



Victims of Fraud 

try 4:503-11. 1970 
26. Nadelson CC, Notenian MT, Zackson H, (.f 

a/: A follow-up study of rape victims. Am J 
Psychiatry 139: 1266-70, 1983 

27. McCahill TW, Meyer LC, Fischman AM: 
The Aftermath of Rape. Lexington. MA, 
Lexington Books, 1979 

28. Hough M: The impact of victimisation: find- 
ings from the British Crime Survey. Victi- 
mology 10:488-97, 1985 

29. Sales E, Baum M, Shore B: Victim readjust- 

Bull Am Acad Psychiatry Law, Vol. 18, No. 1, 1990 

ment following assault. Journal of Social Is- 
sues 40: 1 17-36,1984 

30. Frank E, Turner SM, Stewart BD: Initial 
response to  rape: the impact of factors within 
the rape situation. J Behav Assess 2:39- 
53,1080 

31. Burgess AW, Holstrom LL: Rape trauma 
syndrome. Am Psychiatry, 13 1:98 1-6, 1974 

32. Burgess AW, Holmstrom LL: Recovery from 
rape and prior life stress. Res Nurs Health 
1: 165-74, 1978 


